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The painting | chose to discuss after our visit to the Prado is one by 
Hieronymus Bosch. | have seen this painting before in a previous class | took 
last semester and ever since then it had always intrigued me. Both the detail 
used but also the ability to portray such meaning and narrative in one scene. 
This painting is called The Extraction of the Stone of Madness made between 
the dates 1501-1505. It was oil paint on an oak canvas and only a little bit 
bigger than a regular sheet of paper. It discusses a common idea of the 
middle ages that the presence of a stone in one’s head was a cause of 
insanity. 

The paintings provenance began in Utrecht, Netherlands remaining in 
its home country at first. It belonged to Philip of Burgundy until he died in 
1524. The painting was then later sold in July of 1527 to the estate of the 
former Spanish king Philip V. At this point, it was property of the Spanish 
Crown and remained in the Quinta del Duque de Arco from before 1745. It 
later became property of the estate of Charles Ill in 1794. The painting was 
finally transferred to its current home, the Museo del Prado in 1839. 

Bosch’s work was most often collected by nobility and no different in this 
case, as the painting was commissioned by Philip of Burgundy. Philip was the 
illegitimate son of Philip the Fair and reigned as Bishop of Utrecht from 1517 
to 1524. As he was holding a position in the church, it makes sense that the 
painting involves religious subject matter coupled with the transformation of 
a popular saying into a visual image. 

The intention of the image was an attempt to display the gullibility of 
people. Bosch painted this scene in the countryside, void of nobility and 
urban society; for the thought of a physical stone being inside the brain was 
one of uneducated, lower class individuals foolish enough to believe it. It was 
based on magic and mysticism, a theme adored by the people of the Middle 
Ages. It is even thought that the whole scene was Bosch making an 
accusation against the violent treatment of fools and how they are often 
taken advantage of. The inclusion of the two clerics to the right of the patient 
tie into this, as if saying that the church supports the foolish and futile 
treatment of the lower class. The context of the painting parallels with the 
rise of a new form of art, one depicting forbidden behaviors being carried out 
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on the commoner/fool. This image might now be seen as a warning to these 
individuals, trying to convey that they should be wary of fallible medicine 
and conspiracy. Furthermore, the painting attempts to explain the sin and 
criminality of mankind, that other people can and will perform such violent 
acts on one another. This symbolizes the madness of not just the man in the 
chair, but the sin of madness and deception embodied in the surgeon 
himself. Consider how the man is tied down as a reference to confinement; 
this man is confined, stuck in the lower class, subjected to these evils and 
deceived to believe a stone in his head is the cause of his troubles. 

Moving on, let me first mention the so-called surgeon in the depiction. 
Right off the bat, we notice the upside-down funnel sitting atop his head. The 
position of this funnel is a symbol for deception, stating that the man is not 
an educated doctor but a fraud. He is preying on the foolishness of those 
ignorant enough to pay for the sham extraction. On top of that, the operation 
that occurs ends up inflicting worse damages than the fictitious ailment 
itself. Continuing, as the title suggests the removal of a stone, Bosch flips the 
script and depicts the removal of a waterlily. By doing this, Bosch is implying 
that the madness is one of desire and lust, an illness of the heart and not of 
the mind. This is supported by the state of the man in the chair, take a look 
at his unkept appearance, disheveled hair, and large stomach. He was a man 
that enjoyed the vices of life, which is further supported by the bottom 
inscription. The decorative words translate to “My name is Lubbert Das.” The 
name ‘Lubbert’ was common in Dutch stories to indicate a simpleton, a man 
so gullible he would believe a rock was in his head. The second word ‘Das” 
translates to badger, which refers to an animal known for sleeping all day 
and being fat and stupid. Put these together and the name represents a fat, 
lazy, and foolish person. Therefore, the removal of the flower is to cure him 
of his immorality and return him back to the just path of society. 

Lastly, it is also worth to mention the position of the book on top of the 
woman’s head, as if trying to say that her education, ability to read and 
write, protect her from this surgery. Being educated, she already knows this 
extraction of a stone is foolish and a sham that she would never expose 
herself too. Further exploration leads one to think the three individuals 
represent medicine, philosophy, religion and how each is incapable to cure 
certain patients due to the limits of their knowledge. This painting is one of 
many in the same scene depicting an extraction of a stone; however, Bosch’s 
image stands out through his ability to convey deeper meanings through 
symbolism and narration. 
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